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Pedagogical Practices and Support Systems of Inclusion:  Empirical Evidence from 
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Guanglun Michael Mu (Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, 
Australia. m.mu@qut.edu.au) 
 
Abstract 
China has a massive population of children with disabilities. To address the special needs of 
these children, special/inclusive education in China has developed dramatically since the early 
1980s onwards. This Special Issues puts together seven empirical studies emerging from the 
Chinese societies. These studies analyse inclusive discourses embedded in the education policy 
documents; scrutinise professional competence of inclusive education teachers; evaluate inclusive 
education practices in physical education, mathematics education, and job-related social skills 
education provided to students with disabilities; debate the required in-class support for inclusive 
education teachers; and discuss the social attitudes towards people with disabilities. The foci, 
methods, and theories vary across the seven studies, while their aims converge. These studies are 
seeking best possible approaches and best available resources that facilitate inclusion. Knowledge 
built and lessons learned from these studies will provide implications for future inclusive 
education practices in China and beyond. 
Keywords: China; classroom support; Cognitive Strategy Instruction; education policy; inclusive 
education; job-related social skills; planned behaviour; professional competence; social attitudes 
 
The international discourse on social justice calls for fair distribution of resources and 
opportunities, as well as impartial recognition of different groups in the social system (Fraser & 
Honneth, 2003). In line with this discourse, inclusive education seeks to advance the educational 
rights of all students disadvantaged by structures of the society and marginalised by processes of 
the schooling. Against such backdrop, this special issue puts together a set of recent empirical 
research in the field of Chinese inclusive/special education, and debates some pedagogical 
practices and support systems that have the potential to counteract the marginalisation and 
exclusion of students with disabilities in Chinese societies. 
Prior to the 1970s, in many parts of the world, children with disabilities, particularly those with 
significant disabilities, did not receive a public education or had their entire educational 
experience in segregated special schools. This segregation approach adopted by special education 
was based on the medical deficit model that helped to correct the abnormalities, fix the 
problems, or cure the diseases associated with ‘disabled children’. The term ‘disabled’ has a 
negative connotation. It is a discriminated term of biology, instead of a biological term of 
disability. Since the late 1970s, there has been a gradual transition in the education system from 
the medical deficit model to the social inclusion model. The milestone of this transition is the 
Salamanca Statement agreed by 92 countries and 25 international organisations in 1994. This 
foundational framework ignites government initiation to adopt the principles of inclusive 
education, “enrolling all children in regular schools unless there are compelling reasons for doing 
otherwise” (UNESCO, 1994, p. 44). Since then, many parts of the world have seen students with 
disabilities participating in inclusive academic settings.  
Despite its different contextual meanings, inclusive education is widely recognised as a model 
that provides appropriate opportunities for students with special educational needs so that these 
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students can not only participate fully and actively in all educational activities (Leung & Mak, 
2010), but also become valued and integral members of the general education system (Choate, 
2004; Farrell, 2000). In a broad sense, inclusive education addresses the belongingness, nurture, 
and education of all students across the whole education spectrum regardless of their differences 
in aptitude, gender, class, language, religion, culture, and race (Hodkinson, 2005; Kozleski, 
Artiles, Fletcher, & Engelbrecht, 2009).  In other words, inclusive education has come to mean 
making equal educational opportunities accessible to all students, irrespective of their biological, 
physical, intellectual, psychological, cultural, and social conditions. By definition, inclusive 
education is concerned with diverse student populations of vulnerability and disadvantage. In 
practice, inclusive education has a particular focus on students with disabilities. Accordingly, this 
special issue discusses the pedagogical practices and support systems of inclusion that aim to 
address the special educational needs of students with disabilities in Chinese societies.  
There are currently 83 million people with disabilities in China. Of these people, 2.5 million are 
school-aged children (between six and 14 years in age) (National Bureau of Statistics, 2006). 
Given this large population, children with disabilities in China deserve scholarly attention. 
Debates about the development and the distractions of the schooling of children with disabilities 
are proliferating in the Chinese literature. However, there is a dearth of published work in 
English to help non-Chinese speaking scholars, teachers, parents, policy makers, and the public 
obtain an in-depth knowledge of the Chinese inclusive/special education. This special issue, 
consisting of seven articles, provides an update on the latest issues, successful practices, and 
ongoing predicaments of the Chinese inclusive/special education.  
In the first article, Suzanne Carrington and colleagues critically analyse the discourses embedded 
in education policy documents in China and Australia. Specifically, professional standards for 
teachers from each country are examined to determine how an expectation of inclusive 
education practices is promoted to inclusive/special education teachers. Through a critical 
discourse analysis of some core education policy documents in both countries, the article claims 
that information rendered through the teachers’ professional standards in both countries strongly 
aligns with the international discourse on equity, diversity, and inclusivity. The Chinese policy 
documents of teachers’ professional standards expect, support, require, and enable teachers’ 
professional development for the sake of a better schooling of children with disabilities. These 
policies establish a system-level framework to guide inclusive education practices in China. 
Policies are what things supposed to be. Whether the ‘supposedness’ at the policy level is 
congruent with the ‘actualness’ at the practice level remains a question. The second article co-
authored by Guanglun Michael Mu and colleagues offers an opportunity to contemplate whether 
policy and practice converge. The article investigates the professional competence of inclusive 
education teachers in Beijing. Through an in-depth qualitative phase and a large-scale 
quantitative phase, the study unravels the four pillars of the professional competence of inclusive 
education teachers: attitude, knowledge, skill, and agency. However, the low level of teacher 
agency is worrying because it indicates teachers’ ignorance, incompetence, or reluctance of 
seeking support and looking for resources to facilitate their inclusive pedagogical practices. Since 
agency governs teachers’ professional practices according to their epistemology of teaching and 
learning, the agency is a key component of teachers’ capacity to critically shape their own 
responsiveness of problematic situations. Although relevant policies explicitly and consistently 
require education governments at various levels to support inclusive education practices, there is 
scant external resource available and the support system is unsound. In this situation, teachers’ 
conscious volition and internal propensity would emerge as a powerful facilitator that helps 
address the special needs of students with disabilities. In this vein, the second article by Mu and 
colleagues grapples with the tensions between teacher agency and social structure, which have 
been debated through some foundational theories, for example, Bhaskar’s development of 
critical realism (Bhaskar, 1975), Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and field (Bourdieu, 1977), 
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Foucault’s discussion about power and subjectivity (Foucault, 1980), Giddens’ theory of 
structuration (Giddens, 1984), Archer’s approach to analytical dualism (Archer, 1995), as well as 
Biesta and Tedder’s ecological perspective of agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). 
The next three articles have a sharp focus on teachers’ pedagogical practices that help to address 
the special needs of students with different forms of disabilities in diverse contexts. Lijuan Wang 
observed and interviewed five physical education teachers in Shanghai secondary schools. 
Informed by the theory of planned behaviour, Wang quantitatively and qualitatively examined 
teachers’ practices and perceptions in regular physical education classes, which accommodated 
students with autism and physical and intellectual disabilities. Findings suggest that teacher 
participants, in general, had positive attitudes towards the concept of inclusion and organised 
some supportive and peer-assistive activities to help students with disabilities. However, teachers 
were found to inadequately modify their pedagogical practices to better address the special needs 
of students with disabilities. Nan Zhu conducted an intervention study in Henan primary 
schools, aiming to improve the mathematical word problem solving of students with 
mathematics disabilities. Findings from this longitudinal, quantitative study validate the 
effectiveness of cognitive strategy instruction in promoting mathematical word problem solving 
of students with mathematics disabilities. Yin-An Chu and Liang-Cheng Zhang are concerned 
with the employability of students with intellectual disabilities in Taiwan. Hence they investigated 
the quantity and quality of teaching of job-related social skills to these students in vocational high 
schools. Quantitative evidence from this study indicates that advanced job-related social skills are 
less frequently taught, compared to the teaching of basic job-related social skills. Lack of relevant 
experience is an inhibitor for the teaching of job-related social skills.    
The three studies mentioned above, though methodologically and contextually distinct from one 
another, call for system-level support that underpins inclusive education practices for the sake of 
students with disabilities. Hence, the next article contributed by Yan Wang and colleagues zooms 
in on the system of classroom and debates the in-class support for inclusive education teachers. 
Drawing insight from extant work in the West and building on the quantitative data collected 
from Beijing schools, authors of this article propose a five-dimension classroom support model. 
Key components of the model include physical, institutional, and cultural support as well as 
support from specialist professionals and peer teachers.  
In the last article, Hui Su and colleagues zoomed out to the societal level and intended to 
measure the social attitudes towards individuals with intellectual disabilities in China. Through a 
quantitative survey with a demographically diverse sample, the authors indigenised a short form 
of the Community Living Attitude Scale – Intellectual Disability (CLAS-ID). The study 
appreciates a system-level change that values and respects people with disabilities. Importantly, 
the study provides a caveat: Models from the West should be transplanted to the Chinese 
context with great care. Such caveat points to the fact that the notion of ‘disability’ in the 
Chinese context denotes and connotes complexities and contradictories (Wang & Mu, 2014). To 
clarify, more than 2,000 years ago, while Europeans abandoned or even killed children with 
disabilities, ancient Chinese were influenced by Confucian dispositions and formulated 
benevolent attitudes toward, and responsibilities and respect for, people with disabilities. 
However, traditional Confucian philosophy, at least to a certain extent, also celebrated and 
accentuated discrimination against people with disabilities through social hierarchy and class 
stratifications in relation to personal characteristics. Two thousand years later, social awareness 
and acceptance of disability was promoted during Mao’s era through the communist 
propagandas of humanitarianism and egalitarianism. Nevertheless, such communist ideology 
failed to accommodate the special needs of individuals with disabilities, as it considered 
individualism reactionary, and consequently eliminated any emphasis on individual needs and 
differences. In contemporary Chinese societies, although the living status of individuals with 
disabilities has gradually improved and will continue to improve, discrimination and social stigma 
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against disability remain. In this respect, the notion of disability and inclusive education of 
students with disabilities in Chinese societies should be contextualised and construed within the 
Chinese cultural history, political ideology, and contemporary social orders. 
The special issue provides collective insights into educational practices and support systems of 
inclusion within Chinese societies. The seven articles included in the special issue provide 
panoramic and penetrating perspectives and powerful empirical evidence on the Chinese 
inclusive/special education. These articles are diverse in methodology across the quantitative, 
qualitative, and mixed methods domains. They are multidisciplinary in theory across the schools 
of education, psychology, behavioural science, social work, and sociology. They are rich in 
context across different social places in the Chinese societies. They are inclusive in practice, 
engaging with the schooling and wellbeing of people with different forms of disabilities. We 
hope knowledge built and lessons learnt from this special issue can benefit a wide readership and 
shed light on new theory, practice, and policy not only in China but also elsewhere.  
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